
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

March 14, 2013 

 

Marlene H. Dortch 

Secretary of the Federal Communications Commission 

445 12
th

 Street SW 

Washington, DC 20554 

 

RE: In the Matter of Rates for Interstate Inmate Calling Services, WC Docket No. 

12-375. 

 

Dear Commission Secretary, 

 

An analysis of any public policy proposal should include an assessment of both 

costs and benefits. A proposal to regulate inmate calling services is no exception 

and requires a thorough consideration of the costs and benefits to all stakeholders.   

 

The most obvious consequences of this policy are the financial implications for 

taxpayers, telecommunications providers, people in prison, and their families. 

There are, however, many other potential costs and benefits. I will first discuss 

some of the benefits of family contact including phone calls, letters, and visiting, 

and will then discuss some of the costs of in-person visiting that heightens the need 

for regular phone contact with family members.  

 

About the Vera Institute of Justice 

I am writing as a representative of the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera). Vera is an 

independent nonprofit organization that combines expertise in research, 

demonstration projects, and technical assistance to help leaders in government and 

civil society improve the systems people rely on for justice and safety. The 

comments provided here draw on expertise from two departments of Vera: the 

Family Justice Program and the Cost-Benefit Analysis Unit.  

 

The Family Justice Program: Vera’s Family Justice Program provides extensive 

training and support to government and community partners to help them identify 

and leverage the inherent strengths and resources of families and communities. 

These system interventions are designed to benefit people at greatest risk of cycling 

in and out of the justice system. The Family Justice Program’s principles and 

strategies were developed and tested at the direct-service center La Bodega de la 

Familia, which was a Vera demonstration project.  



Cost-Benefit Analysis Unit (CBAU): CBAU helps policymakers get clear, accessible information on the 

economic assets and liabilities associated with the criminal and juvenile justice policies of their 

jurisdictions. CBAU’s national Cost-Benefit Knowledge Bank for Criminal Justice (CBKB), started in 

2009 and funded by the U.S. Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Assistance, helps build the 

capacity of the criminal justice field to use cost-benefit analysis in justice planning and policymaking. 

CBKB includes a website (www.cbkb.org) that acts as an information clearinghouse and center of a 

community of practice; publications, fact sheets, and scans of existing literature; a cost-benefit methods 

working group; roundtable discussions on criminal justice and cost-benefit analysis; and general 

education and training via podcasts, videocasts, webinars, and conference sessions.  

 

Benefits of Family Contact 

There are a number of benefits to family contact for people who are incarcerated. While the direct link 

between phone calls and prisoner behavior and outcomes post-release has not been well-studied, 

analogies can be drawn from studies of in-person visits. This research suggest that greater family 

contact can (1) promote better outcomes for incarcerated parents, thereby reducing the negative impact 

of their incarceration on their children, (2) promote facility safety, and (3) promote public safety. 

 

Better outcomes for incarcerated parents and their children. The U.S. Department of Justice’s Bureau 

of Justice Statistics estimates that, nationally, 52 percent of state prisoners are parents to children under 

age 18.
1
 While 78 percent of those parents had contact with their children (letter, phone, visits) since 

they had been admitted to prison, only 42 percent of parents had a visit with their children over that 

same timeframe.
2
 Phone contact was more frequent for parents in state prisons as 53 percent had phone 

contact with their children during their incarceration.
3
 Research shows that prison visitation is integral 

to managing incarcerated people’s behavior, reducing recidivism, facilitating reentry, and promoting 

positive parent-child relationships.
4
 By promoting better outcomes for incarcerated parents, visitation 

can help reduce the negative effects of imprisonment and the stigma experienced by children of having 

an incarcerated parent. Maintaining relationships with their incarcerated parents can reduce children’s 

risks of homelessness and of involvement in the child welfare system.
5
  

For children, visits with their incarcerated parents have proven beneficial on a number of levels 

including being associated with higher self-esteem, improved non-verbal IQ scores, better adjustment to 
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school and foster care, and fewer behavioral problems.
6
 Absent these opportunities to stay connected 

with their parents, children may end up struggling with truancy, juvenile justice involvement, foster 

care, or homelessness—systems with significant financial and emotional costs.
7
 Unfortunately, families 

often face multiple barriers to visiting their loved ones, including prohibitive costs and significant 

distances. Given these barriers to visiting, it is particularly important that phone connections are an 

affordable option since they can help parents and children stay connected between visits. 

Improvements in facility safety. Prison visitation has proven benefits for incarcerated people and their 

families, as well as for facility safety and reentry outcomes. Studies are underway to examine if other 

modes of contact, including video visitation, offer similar benefits to facility safety. For corrections 

staff, family visits contribute to facility safety because they motivate prisoners to complete programs 

and follow facility rules. The Washington State Department of Corrections found that incarcerated 

people who receive regular visits from family were six times less likely to commit a violation in prison.
8
 

A forthcoming publication by Vera reports on research finding that incarcerated youth who were visited 

at least weekly had fewer behavior infractions and higher GPAs than youth who were never visited or 

youth who were visited less than once a week.
9
 

One outstanding question is whether video visits provide the same benefits to prisoners and to the staff 

of prisons as in-person visits. Vera is undertaking a study of video visitation, funded by the National 

Institute of Justice, to explore whether providing prisoners with access to video visitation increases the 

nature and frequency of prisoners’ contact with their families and other people who support them.
10

 It 

will also explore if these contacts improve prisoners’ compliance with custodial rules and outcomes 

after their release from prison. To learn the degree to which the video visitation program could be 

replicated in other jurisdictions, if shown to have a positive impact, Vera will also assess the impact of 

the program on corrections culture, operations and budgets. Vera is working in partnership with the 

Washington State Department of Corrections (DOC) to conduct this study.  

 

Problems associated with illegal cell phones. Corrections departments are also facing a costly 

unintended consequence of high phone call rates: the increased demand for illegal cell phones in 

prisons. States are finding that people behind bars are using cell phones to log on to Facebook and stay 

in touch with family members and friends on Twitter.
11

 In California, the problem grew so large—

between 2007 and 2011, the number of cell phones found grew from 1,400 to more than 15,000— that a 
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new law was passed to make it illegal to own a cell phone in prison or to bring one in.
12

 The state’s 

corrections department implemented a new K-9 program to use specially trained dogs to sniff out 

phones as well as introduced new technology to identify phones and block messages from coming into 

the prison.
13

 

 

Illegal cell phones, given their value to prisoners, can have other negative consequences beyond the 

costs for finding them. Staff-on-prisoner sexual abuse occurs, in part, so that inmates can gain access to 

contraband or privileges. Contraband as gifts has been identified as one of the main incentives that can 

result in coerced sexual relationships between staff and prisoners.
14

 While it is unknown how often cell 

phones are exchanged between staff and prisoners, numerous reports of staff-on-prisoner abuse involve 

transactions of contrabands.
15

 This is starkly illustrated in the study by the Office of the Inspector 

General, which found that “[n]early half of the subjects in OIG sexual abuse cases also smuggled 

contraband into prisons for the inmates with whom they had sexual relationships.”
16

 Moreover, after the 

abuse happens, prisoners are less likely to report the abuse because of the receipt of such contrabands 

and privileges.
17

 Lowering the demand for cell-phones, by making phone calls more affordable, may 

reduce the use of cell phones by staff to coerce prisoners.  

 

Improvements in public safety. Data collected by the Minnesota Department of Corrections found that 

those who receive visits—especially visits from siblings, in-laws, fathers, and clergy—are less likely to 

commit a subsequent crime resulting in incarceration by as much as 13 percent.
18

 Such visits also 

facilitate community reentry because families are often the primary source of support for housing, 

clothes, food, and other necessities. As mentioned earlier, for families that are unable to visit 

frequently, much of this critical planning is also happening by phone.  
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The impact of visitation on recidivism reduction could have significant cost implications considering 

that more than four in ten offenders nationwide return to state prison within three years of their 

release.
19

 By focusing on ways to increase contact through visits and phone calls, corrections 

departments can better leverage these positive benefits of family contact to the incarcerated 

populations.  

 

The Relative Costs of Phone Contact and In-Person Visitation  

Despite evidence that visitation has multiple benefits for public safety, families and friends encounter 

numerous barriers to visiting their loved ones. Chief among these are financial costs and distance. 

Regular phone contact is often the only way to maintain an on-going connection with family members, 

thereby heightening the public policy necessity of affordable prison calling services.  

 

The many costs families face to stay in touch with an incarcerated loved one include depositing money 

in a prison commissary account, purchasing stamps to write letters, sending packages, and incurring 

travel expenses. Other commenters have testified to the additional costs of collect phone calls. One 

study of visits by New York City residents to family members in New York State prisons found that 

each visitor spent at least $80 per visit for items such as a bus ticket, food and drink en route, prison 

vending machine items, and packages of food or clothes for their loved one.
20  

 

These costs are in addition to childcare costs and costs associated with missing work to attend visits. 

For many families, these expenses limit their ability to visit, force difficult decisions about which bills 

to pay, and drain limited financial reserves thereby putting families in a position that will make it more 

difficult for them to support their loved ones upon their return to the community.
21

 

 

Conclusion  

Given the costs associated with visiting and the cumulative financial burden families experience when a 

loved one is in prison, it is particularly important that families can stay in touch by phone. These 

connections yield benefits for prisoners’ children and have additional public safety and facility safety 

benefits. Phones also offer prisoners a way to get access to counsel and contact service providers who 

can help with reentry planning, further improving their chance at a successful return to the community. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Margaret diZerega 

Director, Family Justice Program 
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